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v 320
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1
METHOD OF CHARACTERIZING
IMPAIRMENTS DETECTED BY
EQUALIZATION ON A CHANNEL OF A
NETWORK

BACKGROUND

The digital communications receiver function of equaliza-
tion is part of many modern telecommunications platforms.
For instance, equalization is instrumental in proper return
operation in Data Over Cable System Interface Specification
(DOCSIS) systems. The term DOCSIS refers to a group of
specifications that define industry standards for cable head-
end and cable modem equipment. In a DOCSIS network,
upstream channel impairments can be mitigated by equaliza-
tion.

During equalization, an equalizer generates coefficient
information that is used to create an equalizing filter, with an
inverse channel response, canceling distortion in the channel
caused by upstream channel impairments. The equalization
coefficients of DOCSIS can be 24 symbol-spaced coefficients
(also referred to as taps).

Analysis of the equalization coefficients used to create the
equalizing filter may be used to diagnose network issues. For
instance, many cable operators participate in CableLabs’ Pro-
active Network Maintenance (PNM) committee and are
evaluating integration of this type of technology into their
existing diagnostic systems because it is believed that equal-
ization coefficient analysis may improve diagnostic effi-
ciency.

A “proactive” aspect of equalization coefficient analysis
comes from the ability to identify network problems before
traditional metrics, including Modulation Error Ratio
(MER), Transmit Power, Receive Power, Forward Error Cor-
rection (FEC), and Codeword Error Rate (CER).

However, statistical methods of interpretation used for
equalization coefficient analysis are not without problems.
For instance, when multiple upstream impairments are
present, impairment characteristics are almost always misdi-
agnosed because the current process used for equalization
coefficient analysis is limited to statistical analysis of fre-
quency domain characteristics of an impaired equalization
response. Thus, problems with the analysis are greatly exac-
erbated when multiple impairments are being experienced
thereby reducing diagnostic capability.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various features of the embodiments described in the fol-
lowing detailed description can be more fully appreciated
when considered with reference to the accompanying figures,
wherein the same numbers refer to the same elements.

FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of a cable network
according to an embodiment.

FIG. 2 illustrates CMTS architecture according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 3 illustrates cable modem architecture according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 4 illustrates a method of characterizing distortion
detected by equalization on a channel of a network according
to an embodiment.

FIGS. 5A-5D illustrate a composite impairment response
to a composite micro-reflection scenario according to an
embodiment.

FIGS. 6A-6D illustrate the results when a misdiagnosed
impairment is removed from the composite impairment
response of FIGS. 5A-5D.
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FIGS. 7A-7D illustrate the results when a first dominant
micro-reflection properly diagnosed is removed from the
composite impairment response of FIGS. SA-5D according
to an embodiment.

FIGS. 8A-8D illustrate the results when a second dominant
micro-reflection properly diagnosed is removed from the
composite impairment response of FIG. 5 according to an
embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

For simplicity and illustrative purposes, the principles of
embodiments are described by referring mainly to examples
thereof. In the following description, numerous specific
details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understand-
ing ofthe embodiments. It will be apparent however, to one of
ordinary skill in the art, that the embodiments may be prac-
ticed without limitation to these specific details. In some
instances, well known methods and structures have not been
described in detail so as not to unnecessarily obscure the
embodiments.

Various program providers, such as multiple system opera-
tors, television networks and stations, cable TV operators,
satellite TV operators, studios, wireless service providers,
and Internet broadcasters/service providers, among others,
operate broadband communication systems to deliver pro-
gramming and like content to consumers or subscribers over
networks via digital or analog signals. Networks such as
hybrid fiber-coaxial (HFC) and fiber networks and physical
plants can be extensive and complex and are typically difficult
for an operator to manage and monitor for faults, impair-
ments, and like issues.

A cable network, for instance, may include a headend
which is connected to several nodes that may provide access
to IP or ISPN networks. The headend typically interfaces with
a cable modem termination system (CMTS) which has sev-
eral receivers with each receiver connecting to numerous
nodes each of which connect to numerous terminal network
elements, such as modems, MTA (media terminal adaptors),
set top boxes, terminal devices, customer premises equipment
(CPE) or like devices of subscribers. By way of example, a
single receiver of the CMTS may connect to several hundred
or more terminal network elements, such as cable modems,
and each cable modem may support data connection to the
Internet and other computer networks via the cable network.
In this regard, the cable network provides a bi-directional
communication system in which data is sent downstream
from the headend to a subscriber modem typically on differ-
ent frequency bands and upstream from a subscriber modem
to the headend typically on a dedicated frequency band,
referred to as a return band.

Cable networks may carry signals which require a high
quality and reliability of service, such as Voice over IP (VoIP)
communications. Any disruption of voice or data traffic can
be an inconvenience and often unacceptable to a customer.

A factor that affects the quality of upstream communica-
tions is the presence of up-stream channel distortion impair-
ments, for instance, micro-reflections (MRs) of communica-
tion signals, group delay variation (GDV), and amplitude
distortion (AD). The term “micro-reflection (MR)” refers to
an impairment contribution wherein a copy of a communica-
tion signal is reflected back onto itself with a time delay.
Significant MRs can degrade upstream HFC plant perfor-
mance. The term “group delay variation (GDV)” refers to an
impairment contribution wherein different frequency compo-
nents of a signal propagate through a network component
with different time delays. AD is an undesirable variation in
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an amplitude response of a channel, and common forms of
AD include tilt, ripple, and roll-off.

A common cause of AD is upper return band-edge carriers
aggravated by long reaches of a cable network plant. The long
reaches accumulate diplex filters from devices including
amplifiers and in-line equalizers. While individually contrib-
uting small attenuation versus frequency, the accumulated
diplex filters can create appreciable response variation. In a
quadrature amplitude modulation (QAM) constellation,
amplitude roll-off causes the symbols to spread in a pattern
similar in appearance to Additive White Gaussian Noise
(AWGN) and causes received symbols to cross decision
boundaries, resulting in errors.

GDV is an undesirable variation in the phase response of a
communication channel and can result in distortion of the
digital signal phase or a variation in the propagation of fre-
quency components of the signal across the channel. As is the
case for AD, a major cause of GDV in the plant is upper-band-
edge operation combined with long reaches of cable network
plant. Filtering functions typically induce nonlinear phase
responses as the band edges are approached, so the combina-
tion of AD and GDV in the same band region can be expected
with the understanding that diplex filtering is typically the
cause. Different filter functions induce different GDV
responses in a similar manner that different filter functions
induce different stop-band characteristics. It is typical that the
sharper the roll-oft, such as would be the case for long cas-
cades, the worse the GDV becomes. In a QAM constellation,
GDV causes the symbols to spread in a pattern similar to
AWGN and AD and causes received symbols to cross deci-
sion boundaries, resulting in errors. 64-QAM is more sensi-
tive to GDV than 16-QAM because of relatively reduced
decision boundary size of 64-QAM.

A MR, as seen by a receiver, is a copy of the transmitted
signal arriving late with reduced amplitude. The result of the
additional copy is typically seen by end users as image ghost-
ing in analog video reception; whereas, for digital communi-
cations, the result is inter-symbol interference (ISI). MR
sources are composed of pairs of hybrid fiber-coaxial (HFC)
components separated by a distance of cable. The HFC com-
ponents, also referred to as cable network components, facili-
tate the propagation of signal copies in a variety of ways
including return loss, isolation, mixing, and combining. For
instance, the MR may arise if a length of cable separates two
devices with poor return loss, acting as signal reflectors. The
reflector return loss and the loss between the reflectors deter-
mine the amplitude of the MR. Any HFC component, for
instance a cable modem (CM), has the potential to act as a
signal reflector. A CM typically has as a design limit of 6 dB
return loss, meaning it may reflect up to 25% of its incident
power. In the cable network plant, components other than the
CM typically reflect a lower percentage of incident power
because the design limits are typically significantly better.
However, as the cable network plant ages and elements that
contribute to good RF matching degrade, for instance con-
nectors, cable, splitters, and interfaces on printed circuit
boards (PCBs), the reflected percentage of incident power
increases.

For purposes of offering higher data rates to subscribers in
the industry of high-speed data and Internet access, operators
typically desire to take advantage of throughput benefits
gained from leveraging more complex digital modulation
schemes, such as 32-QAM and 64-QAM. For a symbol rate of
5.12 Msps, 32-QAM allows approximately 20 Mbps
16-QAM upstream channel to become a 25 Mbps upstream
channel, and 64-QAM allows a 16-QAM 20 Mbps upstream
channel to become a 30 Mbps upstream channel. This can
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represent a 25-50% throughput improvement. However,
channels using these higher digital modulation schemes are
also considerably more sensitive to digital communication
channel impairments such as the upstream impairments
described above.

Given the potential problems that can be caused by
upstream impairments, upstream channels can be difficult to
manage and fully exploit. Operators prefer to ensure that
capacity associated with the upstream channel, or as much of
the capacity as possible, is realized for services and revenue.
Accurately diagnosing upstream issues has typically required
technicians or engineers to be at multiple locations within a
HFC plant and simultaneously inject test signals at the sus-
pected device locations. This diagnostic process requires
extensive manual effort, often requiring rolling trucks to
remote locations within a plant or specialized test equipment.
This diagnostic process is time consuming and costly.

A more comprehensive approach that improves reliability
of impairment identification is needed so that suspect HFC
components can be efficiently identified for maintenance.
The approach should maximize the chance that a truck roll to
eradicate a problem is successful and is not simply a first-to-
try-of-many type of approach. The time spent by operators on
trouble-shooting physical plant problems with technician
time and truck rolls should be minimized.

According to an embodiment, equalization coefficients
that are used by an equalizer to mitigate distortion in upstream
channels for an end device are analyzed. The equalization
coefficients define a channel equalization response to impair-
ments on the network to which the end device is subject. The
channel equalization response is analyzed to determine
whether impairment problems exist in the upstream channel,
to characterize impairments detected by equalization, and to
identify the type or types of impairment problems that may
exist. The analysis is able to properly decompose a multi- or
composite impairment response into its contributing impair-
ments so that each dominant impairment of the composite can
be properly identified. The identification of impairments and
potential solutions can be determined in an automated man-
ner before a customer problem is experienced and without
dispatching technicians to diagnose the problem.

More specifically, an automated method of characterizing
impairments detected by equalization on a channel of a net-
work is provided and includes the steps of estimating equal-
ization stress of an observed channel equalization response of
an end device of the network required for equalization and
calculating equalization stress of a theoretical channel equal-
ization response of the end device mathematically based on
the observed channel equalization response and a theoretical
removal of a suspected impairment from the network. The
above referenced calculating step is separately repeated for
each of a plurality of suspected impairments stored in a data-
base of suspected impairments. A highest ranking suspected
dominant impairment is determined from the database of
suspected impairments such that removal of the highest rank-
ing suspected dominant impairment from the network would
provide a greatest reduction of equalization stress of a chan-
nel equalization response of the end device.

According to further embodiments, additional suspected
dominant impairments are determined and ranked in a man-
ner as described above. An integrity check can be accom-
plished by determining a further theoretical channel equal-
ization response of the end device from the observed channel
equalization response when the first suspected dominant
impairment and any additional suspected dominant impair-
ment or impairments are theoretically removed from the net-
work. This procedure can continue until an acceptable or
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ideal theoretical channel equalization response is reached.
The suspected dominant impairments identified by the above
method should properly characterize the distortion actually
being experienced and should be able to properly decompose
a multi-impairment response into its constituent impair-
ments.

As used herein, the abbreviation “decibels relative to a
carrier (dBc)” refers to a measure of the power ratio of a signal
to a carrier signal, and is expressed in decibels. Also, “dB”
refers to a decibel, “ns” refers to a nanosecond, and “MHz”
refers to a megahertz. The term “equalization coefficient”
refers to complex tap values used to create an equalizing filter
with an inverse channel response, and the term “impairment
contribution” refers to causes of impairment in an upstream
hybrid fiber coaxial (HFC) plant. Further, the term “cable
network plant components” refers to any component that may
cause impairment in an upstream channel in the cable net-
work. The components may be components of an HFC net-
work, and may be active or passive components. The
upstream channel may be a channel between a modem and a
CMTS or another upstream channel in the cable network.

FIG. 1 illustrates a network 100, such as an HFC network,
including end devices 102. The end device 102 may be DOC-
SIS Terminal devices, such as cable modems (CMs), modem
terminal adapters, MTAs, and embedded cable modems of
DOCSIS set-top gateways (eCMs of DSGs), or any other like
devices. The end devices 102 are connected to a headend 104
of the network 100 via nodes 106 and an RF cascade 103
comprised of multiple amplifiers and passive devices includ-
ing cabling, taps, splitters, and in-line equalizers. A network
tap is a hardware device providing access to data within the
network 100 and provides the ability to monitor data between
two points, for instance components, in the network 100. The
headend 104 connects to an IP (Internet Protocol) and/or
PSTN (Public Switched Telephone Network) network 108.
Data, such as TV programs, audio, video and other data,
which may be from the network 108, is sent from the headend
104 to the end devices 102. In addition, the end devices 102
may send data upstream towards the headend 104. Although
not shown, each of the nodes 106 may be connected to mul-
tiple end devices.

Asillustrated in FIG. 1, the headend 104 includes a CMTS
110 and optical transceivers 112 which provide optical com-
munications to and from the CMTS 110 through optical fiber
to the nodes 106. Typically, the nodes 106 connect to the
headend 104, and the headend 104 contains a plurality of
CMTS units 110. Each CMTS 110 contains a plurality of
transceivers, which communicate with the plurality of end
devices 102. For example, each CMTS 110 may have eight,
forty-eight or more receivers, and each receiver may commu-
nicate with hundreds or more of end devices 102.

FIG. 2 illustrates architecture of the CMTS 110. As illus-
trated, the CMTS 110 includes a processing unit 114 having
a microprocessor 116 that receives information, such as
instructions and data, from a RAM 118 and a ROM 120. The
processing unit 114 controls the operation of the CMTS 110
and RF communication signals to be sent by the end devices
102 to the CMTS 110. The processing unit 114 is connected
to a display 122, which may display status information such
as whether station maintenance (SM) is being performed, or
a receiver is in need of load balancing. An input keypad 124
may also be connected to the processing unit 114 to permit an
operator to provide instructions and process requests. The
CMTS 110 also includes an RF transceiver (transmitter/re-
ceiver) unit 126 having transmitters 128 and receivers 130
providing bi-directional communication capability with the
end devices 102.
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By way of example, the receivers 130 can be BROADCOM
3140 receivers that each includes a demodulator unit 132 and
an equalizer 134 to which received RF signals are provided,
for instance, for purposes of acquiring equalizer values and
burst modulation error ratio (MER) measurements, packet
error rate (PER) and bit error rate (BER). The equalizer 134
can be a multiple tap linear equalizer (e.g. a twenty-four tap
linear equalizer), which also is known as a feed forward
equalizer (FFE). The equalizer 134 can be integrally con-
tained in the RF receiver, or alternatively, may be provided as
a separate device. The communication characteristics of each
receiver 130 may be stored on ROM 120 or RAM 118, or may
be provided from an external source. Note that the equalizer
134 is in the upstream path, for example, from the end devices
102 towards the network 108.

The RF transceiver unit 126 also includes a modulator 136,
which provides the modulated signals to RF transmitters 128.
The modulator 136 and demodulator 132 are capable of
modulation schemes of various levels of complexity. For
example, some upstream DOCSIS modulation schemes that
may be used in order of level of complexity include, but are
not limited to, 16 QAM, 32 QAM, 64 QAM and 128 QAM.
The microprocessor 116 may provide instructions to the end
devices 102 as to which modulation scheme is to be used
during communication.

The CMTS 110 also provides instructions for the end
devices 102 using a transmit pre-equalization (PRE-EQ) fea-
ture in order to compensate for upstream channel impair-
ments. The CMTS 110 receives an incoming signal from each
of'the end devices 102 and compares the incoming signal with
an expected signal, which is an ideal response. If the incom-
ing signal received by the CMTS 110 differs from the
expected signal, the microprocessor 116 or other processing
device performing a PRE-EQ function then determines a set
of'equalization coefficients (alternately referred to as transmit
pre-equalization coefficients) for each of the end devices 102
and instructs the end devices 102 to set their transmit equal-
ization coefficients to the transmit pre-equalization coeffi-
cients determined by the PRE-EQ function. The end devices
102 apply the pre-equalization coefficients and then continue
to transmit. The CMTS 110 thereafter continues to monitor
and compare the incoming signal against the expected signal.

FIG. 3 illustrates an embodiment of one of the end devices
102 (shown as 102a), such as a cable modem. The end device
102a contains a processor 181 which communicates with a
RAM 182 and ROM 183 and which controls the general
operation of the end device 102, including applying the pre-
equalization coefficients and controlling preamble lengths of
communications sent by the end device 102a in accordance
with instructions from the CMTS 110. The end device 1024
also contains a transceiver 186 which provides bidirectional
RF communication with the CMTS 110. A demodulator 184
demodulates signals received by the transceiver 186, and an
equalizer 187 biases communications transmitted to the
CMTS 110. For example, the equalizer 187 is connected in
the upstream path between a transmitter in the transceiver 186
and the CMTS 110. The microprocessor 181 configures the
equalizer 187 using the coefficients received from the CMTS
110 to compensate for upstream impairments. The end device
102a also contains a modulator 188, which modulates signals
to be transmitted upstream to the CMTS 110 according to a
modulation scheme, which the end device 102a has been
instructed to use by the CMTS 110. In addition, the end
device 1024 has an attenuator 189 controlled by micropro-
cessor 181 to attenuate signals to be transmitted by the RF
transmitter to be within a desired power level. Those of skill
in the art will appreciate that the components of end device
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102a have been illustrated separately only for discussion
purposes and that various components may be combined in
practice.

The end device 102a may be a DOCSIS network element,
such as a cable modem, able to generate a variety of test
signals. Test signals may be implemented using one of the
available upstream DOCSIS bandwidths, e.g. 200 kHz, 400
kHz, 800 kHz, 1600 kHz, 3200 kHz or 6400 kHz.

An embodiment showing the steps of a method 300 for
characterizing distortion detected by equalization for pur-
poses of minimizing equalization stress in the system 100
using the end devices 102 is shown by way of flow diagram in
FIG. 4. The method 300 provides a comprehensive approach
that incorporates time and frequency domains thereby
improving reliability of impairment identification and that
provides operators with a reliable means of approximating
impairment characteristics so that maintenance activities can
efficiently identify suspect HFC components for mainte-
nance. Some or all of the operations set forth in the method
300 may be contained as one or more computer programs
stored in any desired computer readable medium and
executed by a processor on a computer system.

The method 300 illustrated in FIG. 4 requires systematic
evaluation of a given, actual or observed channel equalization
response of an end device against a population and/or collec-
tion of known or suspected distortion impairment equaliza-
tionresponses to aid in the proper identification of a dominant
impairment, or combinations thereof, causing the observed
channel equalization response. A “channel equalization
response” is the response of the equalizer based on equaliza-
tion coefficient settings used to produce an inverse filter deter-
mined for an end device 102, such as a cable modem, during
an equalization process. The “known or expected distortion
impairment responses” are signatures of channel equalization
responses stored in the form of a database or the like for
known or suspected impairments on the network. Each
impairment response entry in the database may be based on
prior measurements with respect to actual field experience,
results of methodical laboratory characterization or simula-
tion, or both.

In step 310, equalization stress of an actual or observed
channel equalization response is estimated. Equalization
stress may be measured by any one of the following metrics:
Main Tap Compression (MTC); Non Main Tap to Total Tap
Energy Ratio NMTTER); Pre Main Tap to Total Energy
Ratio (PreMTTER); Post Main Tap to Total Energy Ratio
(PostMTTER); Pre/Post Energy Symmetry Ratio (PPESR);
and Pre/Post Tap Symmetry Ratio (PPTSR).

By way of example, MTC at the cable modem is a good
indicator of the available margin for the continued reliance on
the equalization compensation process. A MTC ratio greater
than about 2 dB may suggest that equalization can no longer
be successfully achieved. MTC is the ratio of the energy in all
taps relative to the main tap energy. MTC can be calculated as
10 Log(Total Tap Energy/Main Tap Energy).

NMTTER is a metric used to determine the distortion level
in the upstream channel and is the ratio of the aggregate
energy that exists in all but the main tap to the energy in all of
the taps. NMTTER can be calculated as 10 Log((Pre-Main
Tap Energy+Post Main Tap Energy)/Total Tap Energy).
NMTTER is a metric used to assess equalizer stress because
it represents a comprehensive measure of equalization cor-
rection relative to the equalizer main tap level.

PreMTTER is a metric used to determine the group delay
level in the upstream channel and is the ratio of the pre-main
tap energy to the energy in all taps. PreMTTER can be cal-
culated as 10 Log(Pre-Main Tap Energy/Total Tap Energy).
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PostMTTER is a metric used to access micro-reflection
impairment contribution and is the ratio of the post-main tap
energy to the energy in all taps. PostMTTER can be calcu-
lated as 10 Log(Post Main Tap Energy/Total Tap Energy).

PPESR is a metric used to determine the group delay level
in the upstream channel and is the ratio of pre to post-main tap
energy. PPESR can be calculated as 10 Log(Pre-Main Tap
Energy/Post-Main Tap Energy). PPTSR is a metric also used
to determine the group delay level in the upstream channel
and is the ratio of only the two taps adjacent to the main tap.

In step 320, complex algebraic division of the observed
channel equalization response and one of the known impair-
ment equalization responses stored in the database discussed
above is performed. The purpose of this is to determine a
theoretical modified channel equalization response. This
response is theoretical in that it is merely produced by result
of' a mathematical calculation and represents an estimate of
the channel equalization response that would be expected
should the existence of the known or suspected impairment
actually be eliminated from the network. The theoretical
modified channel equalization response includes a determi-
nation of equalization stress. Thus, assuming the particular
known or suspected impairment is removed from the net-
work, the amount of reduction (or increase) of equalization
stress provided by its elimination can be estimated. A sus-
pected impairment that, upon removal from the network,
provides the greatest amount of reduction of equalization
stress is of particular interest.

In step 330, a decision is made as to whether or not step 320
has been performed with the actual or observed channel
equalization response and all known or suspected impairment
responses stored in the database. If not, the next known
response stored in the database is indexed and selected in step
340 and used in step 320. This evaluation systematically and
automatically continues until all known or suspected impair-
ment responses have been applied as in step 320.

As aresult of individually considered each of the known or
suspected impairment equalization responses in the calcula-
tions of step 320, each known or suspected impairment equal-
ization response has essentially been subtracted from the
observed channel equalization response and the resultant
theoretical equalization responses are ranked in order from
highest to lowest with respect to equalization stress minimi-
zation provided. See step 350. Here, when each known or
suspected impairment equalization response is removed from
the actual or observed channel equalization response, the
known or suspected impairment providing the greatest reduc-
tion of equalization stress is ranked as a first suspected domi-
nant impairment. The known or suspected impairment pro-
viding the second greatest reduction of equalization stress can
be identified and ranked as a second suspected dominant
impairment and so forth. In step 360, this information or
ranking is output thereby identifying what is believed to be
the suspected dominant impairment or impairments.

In most cases, the removal of a combination of single
dominant impairments has the greatest impact in reducing
equalization stress. Thus, after determining the first suspected
dominant impairment, an integrity check can be performed to
determine if equalization stress can be further reduced. Here,
the theoretical channel equalization response determined
when the first suspected dominant impairment is theoretically
removed from the network can be analyzed to see whether the
result provides an ideal or otherwise acceptable channel
equalization response. If not, a further theoretical channel
equalization response can be calculated based on the first and
second dominant impairments (as ranked by step 350 of the
above described method 300) being theoretically removed



US 9,136,943 B2

9

from the network. If more reduction is required, this proce-
dure can be continued with a third, fourth and any number of
additional dominant impairments identified and ranked in the
above method. Following the above steps in this manner
should ultimately result in a final estimated theoretical chan-
nel equalization response that reaches the level of an ideal or
otherwise acceptable channel equalization response.

An example is described hereinafter with respect to imple-
menting the method 300 shown in FIG. 4. For purposes of this
example, an actual or observed channel equalization response
is as shown in FIGS. 5A-5D which represent Impulse
Response-Magnitude (Tap vs. dB) in FIG. 5A; Channel
Response-Magnitude (Relative Frequency (MHz) vs. dB) in
FIG. 5B; Channel Response-Group Delay (Relative Fre-
quency (MHz) vs. ns) in FIG. 5C; and a listing of metrics (for
estimating equalization stress) provided in FIG. 5D. The con-
dition shown in FIGS. 5A-5d is relative to a composite micro-
reflection scenario. In FIG. 5D, equalization stress as indi-
cated by MTC, for instance, is 1.000 dB and NMTTER is
-6.870 dB.

Based on a conventional process, the impairment condition
shown in FIGS. 5A-5D would simply be identified as a single
micro-reflection impairment with delay equal to 1.5 T and a
relative level of —10 dBc. Accordingly, if technicians were
dispatched to HFC components on the network associated
with the above characteristics, no problem would be found by
the technicians because the conventional process has misdi-
agnosed the impairments contributing to this equalization
response.

In contrast to conventional processes, method 300 provides
a dramatic improvement over such processes by testing
impairment responses for accuracy by leveraging equaliza-
tion responses of known or suspected impairments to
approximate whether their removal from the network would
yield a favorable equalization response improvement. For
example, when this is used as an integrity check for the
estimated single micro-reflection having a delay equal to 1.5
T and a relative level of —10 dBc provided by the conventional
process, the results are as shown in FIGS. 6A-6D. Here,
FIGS. 6A-6D reveal through complex division of the sus-
pected impairment in the frequency domain yields negligible
improvement in the equalization time and frequency domain
responses. This fact is also reflected in degradation of the
equalization stress metrics listed in FIG. 6D; for instance,
MTC increases to 1.338 dB from 1.000 dB and NMTTER
increases to —=5.764 dB from -6.870 dB. As before, FIG. 6A
is Impulse Response—Magnitude (Tap vs. dB); FIG. 6B is
Channel Response—Magnitude (Relative Frequency (MHz)
vs. dB); FIG. 6C is Channel Response—Group Delay (Rela-
tive Frequency (MHz) vs. ns); and FIG. 6D is a listing of
metrics estimating equalization stress. Thus, when dividing
the initial condition by the suspected impairment (-10 dBc,
1.5 T), it is clear that the conventional process results in a
misdiagnosis ofthe impairment and its equalization response.

In comparison, when following the steps of the method 300
outlined in FIG. 4 and discussed above, the first and second
ranked dominant impairments output as a result of the method
are: Micro-Reflection #1, Amplitude=—10 dBc, Delay=3 T;
and Micro-Reflection #2, Amplitude=—10 dBc, Delay=1 T.
Furthermore, FIGS. 7A-7D and FIG. 8 A-8D illustrate desir-
able response improvements through integrity checking of
suspected equalization responses. Improvement in equaliza-
tion response is validated in graphical time and frequency
domain responses. Additionally, the metrics listed in FIGS.
7D and 8D reveal appreciable reduction of equalization
stress; for instance, FIG. 7D indicates a reduction of MTC
from 1.000 dB to 0.458 dB and NMTTER from -5.764 dB to
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-9.998 dB, and FIG. 8D indicates a further reduction of MTC
from 0.458 dB to 0.000 dB and NMTTER from -9.998 dB to
-66.383 dB (ideal or impairment-free).

More specifically, FIGS. 7A-7D show the results of divid-
ing the initial impairment response by the suspected Micro-
Reflection #1 impairment equalization response (=10 dBc, 3
T). This provides the highest ranked known impairment that,
if corrected, would reduce equalization stress by the greatest
amount as determined according to method 300. Here, FIG.
7A is Impulse Response—Magnitude (Tap vs. dB); FIG. 7B
is Channel Response—Magnitude (Relative Frequency
(MHz) vs. dB); FIG. 7C is Channel Response—Group Delay
(Relative Frequency (MHz) vs. ns); and FIG. 7D is a listing of
metrics. Upon inspection of FIG. 7D, the metrics clearly
improved.

FIGS. 8A-8D show the results of dividing the resulting
impairment response shown in FIGS. 7A-7D by the suspected
Micro-Reflection #2 impairment equalization response (-10
dBc, 1 T). Micro-Reflection #2 provides the next highest
ranked known impairment that, if corrected, would reduce
equalization stress by a next greatest amount. Here, FIG. 8A
is Impulse Response—Magnitude (Tap vs. dB); FIG. 8B is
Channel Response—Magnitude (Relative Frequency (MHz)
vs. dB); FIG. 8C is Channel Response—Group Delay (Rela-
tive Frequency (MHz) vs. ns); and FIG. 8D is a listing of
metrics. FIGS. 8A-8D clearly reveal that the process has been
completed because the successful removal of Micro-Reflec-
tion #1 and #2 from the initial observed channel equalization
response shown in FIGS. 5A-5D results in an ideal equaliza-
tion response (see FIGS. 8A-8C). Upon inspection of the
metrics listed in FI1G. 8D, the metrics indicate that only neg-
ligible impairment remains and that equalization stress has
been reduced to very low levels (for instance, MTC=0.000dB
and NMTTER=-66.383 dB).

Thus, the method of FIG. 4 can be used to accurately
identify impairment equalization responses and composites
thereof which when removed from an observed channel
equalization response results in a substantially ideal equal-
ization response. With such information, cable operators
should then be well-positioned to identify which impairments
require maintenance and which require further monitoring.
The composite micro-reflection impairment discussed in the
above example is only one of the many possible scenarios of
distortion impairments and composites thereof and that the
composite micro-reflection impairment has been used here
for illustrative purposes only. This process may be general-
ized for any distortion impairment or combination of impair-
ments detectable by equalization.

The method disclosed herein can be used to provide reli-
able approximation of impairment contributors that minimize
equalization stress and improve network performance. At
least some of the improvement results from the use of an
integrity check of suspected impairments and HFC compo-
nents prior to dispatching technicians to the field for mainte-
nance. The provided enhancements eliminate issues associ-
ated with misdiagnosing equalization responses particularly
when a combination of impairments is being experienced.
Accordingly, the method disclosed herein provides an auto-
mated process for accurately characterizing distortion using
available DOCSIS infrastructure and more reliable identifi-
cation of impairment characteristics necessary for mainte-
nance activities.

The steps and analysis described for the above referenced
method may be controlled by software or like application
adapted to run on a CMTS, a remote server, or some other
signal processing electronic device connected to the CMTS
and/or the network. Such a signal processing electronic
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device for carrying out the methods can physically be pro-
vided on a circuit board or within another electronic device
and can include various processors, microprocessors, con-
trollers, chips, and the like. It will be apparent to one of
ordinary skill in the art that modules, processors, controllers,
units, and the like may be implemented as electronic compo-
nents, software, hardware or a combination of hardware and
software. In addition, a non-transitory computer readable
storage medium having computer program instructions
stored thereon that, when executed by a processor, causes the
processor to perform the above discussed operations can also
be provided.

While the principles of the embodiment have been
described above in connection with specific networks,
devices, apparatus, systems, and methods, it is to be clearly
understood that this description is made only by way of
example and not as limitation on the scope of the invention as
defined in the appended claims.

We claim:

1. An automated method of characterizing impairments
detected by equalization on a channel of a network, compris-
ing, in at least one processor:

estimating a first equalization stress of an observed channel

equalization response of an end device of the network
required for equalization;

calculating a second equalization stress of a channel equal-

ization response of the end device mathematically based
on the observed channel equalization response and a
removal of a suspected impairment from the network;

repeating said calculating step separately for each of a

plurality of suspected impairments stored in a database
of suspected impairments; and

determining a highest ranking suspected dominant impair-

ment from the database of suspected impairments that, if
removed from the network, would provide a greatest
reduction of an equalization stress of a channel equal-
ization response of the end device;

wherein equalization stress is measured by at least one

metric selected from a group of metrics consisting of
Main Tap Compression (MTC), Non Main Tap to Total
Tap Energy Ratio NMTTER), Pre Main Tap Energy
Ratio (PreMTTER), Post Main Tap Energy Ratio (Post-
MTTER), Pre/Post Energy Symmetry Ratio (PPESR),
and Pre/Post Tap Symmetry Ratio (PPTSR) wherein,
during said determining step, an ordered series of next
highest ranking suspected dominant impairments are
identified from the database of suspected impairments
that, if removed from the network, would provide next
greatest reductions of the equalization stress of the chan-
nel equalization response of the end device.

2. The automated method according to claim 1, wherein,
during said determining step, a next highest ranking sus-
pected dominant impairment is identified from the database
of suspected impairments that, if removed from the network,
would provide a next greatest reduction of equalization stress
of the channel equalization response of the end device.

3. The automated method according to claim 2, further
comprising a step of determining a further modified channel
equalization response from the observed channel equaliza-
tion response assuming the highest ranking suspected domi-
nant impairment and the next highest ranking suspected
dominant impairment are removed from the network.

4. The automated method according to claim 1, further
comprising a step of determining a further modified channel
equalization response from the observed channel equaliza-
tion response assuming the highest ranking suspected domi-
nant impairment, a next highest ranking suspected dominant
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impairment, and at least one additional next highest ranking
suspected dominant impairment are removed from the net-
work.

5. The automated method according to claim 1, wherein
said calculating step includes division of the observed chan-
nel equalization response by a known channel equalization
response of the suspected impairment to produce the channel
equalization response from which the equalization stress of
the channel equalization response is determined.

6. The automated method according to claim 1, wherein the
database of suspected impairments includes a known impair-
ment equalization response for each of the suspected impair-
ments in the database.

7. The automated method according to claim 6, further
comprising a step of populating the database of suspected
impairments with known impairment equalization responses
obtained based on at least one of laboratory simulations and
prior actual observations.

8. The automated method according to claim 1, wherein
said estimating, re-calculating, repeating, and determining
steps are performed electronically with software.

9. An apparatus for characterizing impairments detected by
equalization on a channel of a network, comprising:

one or more processors communicatively coupled to the

network, wherein the network has a headend with a
cable modem termination system (CMTS);

the one or more processors configured to estimate a first

equalization stress of an observed channel equalization
response of a cable modem of the network required for
equalization;
the one or more processors further configured to calculate
a second equalization stress of a channel equalization
response of the cable modem mathematically based on
the observed channel equalization response and a
removal of a suspected impairment from the network;

the one or more processors further configured to repeat said
calculating step separately for each of a plurality of
suspected impairments stored in a database of suspected
impairments; and

the one or more processors further configured to determine

a highest ranking suspected dominant impairment from
the database of suspected impairments that, if removed
from the network, would provide a greatest reduction of
an equalization stress of a channel equalization response
of the cable modem;

wherein a communication protocol used by the cable

modem and CMTS for equalization is Data Over Cable
System Interface Specification (DOCSIS), and a modu-
lation scheme used by the network is quadrature ampli-
tude modulation (QAM); and

wherein equalization stress is measured by at least one

metric selected from a group of metrics consisting of
Main Tap Compression (MTC), Non Main Tap to Total
Tap Energy Ratio (NMTTER), Pre Main Tap Energy
Ratio (PreMTTER), Post Main Tap Energy Ratio (Post-
MTTER), Pre/Post Energy Symmetry Ratio (PPESR),
and Pre/Post Tap Symmetry Ratio (PPTSR) wherein,
during said determining step, an ordered series of next
highest ranking suspected dominant impairments are
identified from the database of suspected impairments
that, if removed from the network, would provide next
greatest reductions of the equalization stress of the chan-
nel equalization response of the end device.

10. At least one non-transitory computer readable storage
medium having computer program instructions stored
thereon that, when executed by at least one processor, cause
the at least one processor to perform the following operations:
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estimating a first equalization stress of an observed channel
equalization response of an end device of a network;

calculating a second equalization stress of a channel equal-
ization response of the end device mathematically based
on the observed channel equalization response and a
removal of a suspected impairment from the network;

repeating said calculating step separately for each of a

plurality of suspected impairments stored in a database
of suspected impairments; and

determining a highest ranking suspected dominant impair-

ment from the database of suspected impairments that, if
removed from the network, would provide a greatest
reduction of an equalization stress of a channel equal-
ization response of the end device;

wherein equalization stress is measured by at least one

metric selected from a group of metrics consisting of
Main Tap Compression (MTC), Non Main Tap to Total
Tap Energy Ratio NMTTER), Pre Main Tap Energy
Ratio (PreMTTER), Post Main Tap Energy Ratio (Post-
MTTER), Pre/Post Energy Symmetry Ratio (PPESR),
and Pre/Post Tap Symmetry Ratio (PPTSR) wherein,
during said determining step, an ordered series of next
highest ranking suspected dominant impairments are
identified from the database of suspected impairments
that, if removed from the network, would provide next
greatest reductions of the equalization stress of the chan-
nel equalization response of the end device.

11. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 10, wherein, during said
determining operation, a next highest ranking suspected
dominant impairment is identified from the database of sus-
pected impairments that, if removed from the network, would
provide a next greatest reduction of equalization stress of the
channel equalization response of the end device.

12. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 11, wherein the computer
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program instructions, when executed by the at least one pro-
cessor, cause the at least one processor to determine a further
modified channel equalization response from the observed
channel equalization response assuming the highest ranking
suspected dominant impairment and the next highest ranking
suspected dominant impairment are removed from the net-
work.

13. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 10, wherein the computer
program instructions, when executed by the at least one pro-
cessor, cause the at least one processor to determine a further
modified channel equalization response from the observed
channel equalization response assuming the highest ranking
suspected dominant impairment, a next highest ranking sus-
pected dominant impairment, and at least one additional next
highest ranking suspected dominant impairment are removed
from the network.

14. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 10, wherein the calculating
operation includes division of the observed channel equaliza-
tion response by a known channel equalization response of
the suspected impairment to produce the channel equalization
response from which the equalization stress of the channel
equalization response is determined.

15. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 10, wherein the database of
suspected impairments includes a known impairment
response for each of the suspected impairments in the data-
base.

16. The at least one non-transitory computer readable stor-
age medium according to claim 15, wherein the computer
program instructions, when executed by the at least one pro-
cessor, cause the at least one processor to populate the data-
base of suspected impairments with known impairment
responses.



